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ABSTRACT: A visual language of art textiles includes the everyday material of fabric objects, cloth and clothing that form a conceptual expression through layers of meaning. In contemporary art practice the textile as material object takes its place as an evocative object that speaks not only in signs but of social relations, time, place, identity, the self and belonging. This paper examines a ‘material expressive language’ in which objects are not passive but invite actions and interrelations in the work of Louise Bourgeois, Tracey Emin and Chiharu Shiota and their use of textile forms and fabric objects as material signifiers. Through a comparison of material and cultural theories of emotive objects, engaged with in a visual language expressed by creative practice, this paper proposes ways in which the textile object, fibre and cloth in contemporary culture and art practice speak in a visual emotive language of objects.



1	Introduction
Textile, cloth and clothing have become powerful semiotic signs full of symbolic meaning that effectively engage with history, heritage, memory, culture, identity, belonging, politics and society. In his study of Leibniz and the fold in the Baroque period Deleuze (2011) discusses not only the work of Baroque artists Bernini and Zurburan but modern artists such as Jackson Pollock and Robert Rauschenberg. Deleuze states that Rauschenberg’s work, with its use of found materials, cloth and imagery, is no longer a presentation of the world as visual image but a representation of information in objects as text and writing.

Stallybrass & Jones (2015) explore objects as possessing symbolic significance in their study of gloves as both clothing and signifiers of meaning in the Renaissance. In their study of 16th century portraits of the gentry, merchant and ruling classes they analyse how gloves were symbolic of the virtues of the English monarchy and ruling classes. Stallybrass & Jones make the distinction between the symbolic value of the glove and its difference in significance whether one glove is portrayed, or, them being held or unpaired in the act of taking off; the difference between a law of normal usage and a symbolic language of the object. They expand their discussion through their study of Shakespeare and references to clothing in Hamlet where “virtue, like clothing, can be “put on” and repeated wearing acts as an inscription upon the body” (p.177). 

Cloth and its symbolic signification has impacted on culture and society not only through the imagery in sign and signifiers of cloth and clothing but through the making, designing, production and consumption of cloth and fabric in culture itself. Karl Marx founded his theory of historical materialism on “societies material conditions of life and the way in which labour was organised” (Sullivan 2016, p.33) in producing a manifesto founded on the production and consumption of cotton in North West England. Marx identified the differences between the production and the consumption of cloth with the creative active making of things through labour and the use of those things as they are enjoyed by the few, engendering unequal and exploitative social relations; an alienation between the creative labouring powers and the ownership of consumption and, hence, the control of production. George Simmel, exploring the aesthetic and social aspects of the contemporary society of Berlin at the turn of the 19th century, tried to make sense of the environment in which he lived where everyday clothes represented the contradiction of distinctiveness and convention and as such are symbolic codes of meanings and messages. Simmel’s analysis of the differentiation of objects in everyday life has influenced contemporary ideas on fashion and the fashion system, and its paradox of belonging and difference through dress. Cloth and clothing become symbolic and sociologically rich as they reveal their messages through everyday objects, appearances and the quotidian space. Cloth and clothing talk about aesthetics, society, form and meaning, community and material culture at a certain time and place. Simmel theorised how the individual forms a sense of belonging through the objects around him and in so doing the objects themselves inform identity and being (McNeil 2016, P.69 - 73).
2 Material Culture
In his essay “Signs Are Not The Garb of Meanings: On the Social Analysis of Material Things” Webb Keane (2005) suggests that due to a lineage of continental philosophy from Saussure to poststructuralism there is a dichotomy between ideas and things on the one hand and signs and their meaning as ideas on the other with the character of objects, materials and the things themselves the focus rather than ourselves. In his analysis Keane returns regularly to the example of clothes as expressions of social identity and material objects that have an intimate relationship to persons. Keane suggests that we approach objects as no more than “illustrations of something else” and in doing so we rely on tradition which dematerialises the signs and meaning of objects. Keane proposes that, rather than the idea of objects as signs and signifiers of something else, that one should focus on the qualities of the thing itself that makes it distinct. In this way, objects offer an experience of isolated moments within a universal encounter creating an association of potentially connected signifiers. Objects are not only passive forms of signs that hold meaning. They also invite actions and interrelations in what Daniel Miller calls “the humility of objects”. Clothing is worn universally by everyone but it must also be noted is worn by different people across the world in different ways and by different people in the same community in different ways. 

Clothing takes the form of the body and becomes a part of the body remembering the bodies form once removed. The bed holds the form of the sleeper when they are no longer there: the chair invites interactivity. Keane suggests that the textuality of an object should not be taken as “a model for signification, but rather as that which needs to be explained” as cloth and clothing move from icons to objects of discourse. In this way the interpretation of objects becomes rich in its ‘intertextuality’. Objects as material practices both reveal and conceal, and mediate relations between the self and other, with the materiality of things being inseparable from signs, memory, culture, social relations, intentions and actions. The social power of things enters into discourses through which things become objects (Keane 2005, p.188 - 196). 

 “Only things speak to me” quotes Bill Brown (2015) after the poet Rainer Marie Rilke in his introduction to Thing Theory which examines the senses by which we apprehend things, the experience of encountering things and the ways in which we “look through objects (to see what they disclose about history, society, nature or culture, above all, what they disclose about us)”. Our relationship with things as objects is a subject-object relationship in an undeciderability between “the figurable and unfigurable, the identifiable and unidentifiable” in their materialisation as objects. Brown asks us to look at objects in terms of what exceeds their materialisation as objects and the function of objects as a sensuous and/or metaphysical presence; “the magic by which objects become values, fetishes, idols and totems.” (Brown 2015, p.5).

In this sense cloth, clothing and fabric forms belong to a material culture that is more than a series of signs and coded objects but which generates an intertextual discourse that is informed by the sociological, the semiological, the psychological and the sensual. Tim Dant suggests that we ascribe human characteristics to objects when they become more than ‘mere’ things. He cites the work of Serge Tisseron (1999) in his statement that “clothes, monuments, art objects and the artefacts of our everyday lives” bring us into contact with objects that link to our individual identity and sense of self. In this way heirlooms or personal objects, transcend their everyday function generating emotions that would normally be reserved for animate beings (Dant 2005, p.62). June Attfield (2005) discusses a commodity and post-commodity phase of the object. The post commodity phase referring to an object once it has been personalised and thus transformed to mediate certain social transactions related to identity formation. In the case of clothes, Attfield cites research that shows that people keep clothes long after they have served their purpose, suggesting that other relations, both emotional and psychological, take place between the subject and object. Miller (2016) suggests that clothes and cloth as material things must be considered in broader ways than a mere semiotic approach suggesting that clothes and textiles are a kind of pseudo-language that speaks of identity and belonging, being haptic, emotive and deeply connected to thoughts and feelings. In Miller’s Theories of Things, he expands his argument for a “humility of things” such that the importance of objects is that they are unremarkable, they set the scene and illicit appropriate behaviour, they determine our expectations and “determine what takes place to the extent that we are unconscious of their capacity to do so” (Miller 2016, p.50). Objects in the everyday setting are unremarkable and generally invisible but essential to everything that makes us who we are, determining behaviour, identity and, significantly, our sense of belonging.

Sherry Turkle (2011) explores what Miller calls the “humility of things” as objects of discourse when, in her book Evocative Objects Things We Think With she invites the reader to engage with the stories people tell about meaningful, loved, emotive and treasured objects. These range from apples to Egyptian mummies, train journeys to a yellow raincoat; each story recalls the personal, emotive power of the object whether attached to emotional experiences, social relationships or personal memories. The objects become testimonies to the rich connection to daily life in the way that emotive attachments are formed with things and in the fact that we often deal with the loss of objects in the same way we do with the loss of people. We are connected to a world of things and there is a similarity between how we relate to the animate and the inanimate in a psychodynamic way through which “we confront the other and shape the self” (Turkle 2011, p.10).
3. Memory, Post Memory and Cultural Memory: The Material of Memory.

In “Evocative Objects Things We Think With” the personal and the signified come together when art historian Caroline A. Jones analyses a painting that had been hidden, forgotten, in the attic. Jones herself painted the work as a child in high school; the scene brings together in one collage portraits of her siblings from family photographs from 1966 to 1972, the year the picture was completed. She reflects on the work both as a personal object that evokes emotion and as an art historian analysing the semiotic and compositional aspects of the work. She concludes that the work moves beyond autobiography to philosophy and cites Winnicott’s theory of transitional objects in which the “inertness is as important as its aliveness” (Turkle 2011, p.241). In another recollection Matthew Belmonte creates a narrative about the yellow raincoat he wore as a child which not only conveyed to his childhood self all the properties of the raincoat, properties of protection and comfort, and the semiotic mythologised cultural ideas surrounding the child in the vinyl yellow raincoat but also his personal memories of wearing the raincoat and its relationship to his realisation of his own growing up with autism. Peter Stallybrass (2015) writes of the emotive quality of cloth and clothing in memory, recall and remembering in Worn Worlds. Stallybrass recognises the quality of cloth and clothing to remember size, shape and ultimately hold traces of the bodies that have worn them, whether persons unknown, living people or the bodies of loved ones now departed. Cloth and clothing possess the imprinted memory of lives once lived and can through their symbolic emotive references to society, history, culture and politics be powerful images in recalling cultural post memory; the social or cultural memory of a group or community. To Stallybrass, cloth is bound by exchange, economy and assimilation. As it changes hands, it binds people in networks of obligation. The particular power of cloth to affect these networks is closely associated with two almost contradictory aspects of its materiality: its ability to be permeated and transformed by maker and wearer alike; its ability to endure over time (Stallybrass 2015, p.71). In discussing the exhibiting of historic fashion within exhibition display Robyn Healy (2015) talks about the ephemeral, fugitive nature of fashion where the “aura of attractiveness progressively fades, dies and morphs into something else …through a language of vulnerability and loss”. Healy quotes Jones and Stallybrass in referring to clothing as a haunting device that represents the wearer even though they are long departed. Louise Crewe (2017) proposes that variable categories of meaning and value are bound up with possessions and commodities as feelings of possession are bound up with everyday objects. She suggests that significance is interwoven within the social, cultural, temporal and geographical specificity of things. To Crewe, worn, old and once loved clothes are “ghosts in the wardrobe”; sensory objects connecting with the sense of touch, smell and sight. They are story telling ghosts with remnants of existence and affection previously touching the body in other times and spaces. They are vivid with memory but also imagination through their personal and collective references. Clothing and cloth have more than a symbolic or semiotic value: they connect with human relationships, intimate connections, human encounters, social lives, our presence and attachments. Heike Jenß (2017) talks about memory and remembering as always being in constant flux with the balance between remembering and forgetting always moving. The senses are important in the act of remembrance as attested by Proust in the famous narrative regarding the madeleine cake whose taste brought instant recall of past memories. 

“But when from a long-distant past nothing subsists, after the people are dead, after things are broken and scattered, taste and smell alone, more fragile but more enduring, more substantial, more persistent, more faithful, remain poised a long time, like souls, remembering, waiting, hoping amid the ruins of all the rest; and bear unflinchingly, in the tiny and almost palpable drop of their essence, the vast structure of recollection” (Turkle 2017, p.224).

Jenß in her study of fashion and/as memory states that both memory and history are continuous and ongoing processes with memory being involved with a personal and subjective making of the past. Memory is not sequential but fixes to specific moments in time as glimpses, fragments and traces, with dynamic remembering being an active ‘re‑membering’ of the past.

4 Identity, Storytelling and the Self

Fabric, cloth and clothing as visual language and text in the contemporary arts speak not only of memory and post-memory, linking the lived object with emotional experience and collective memory, but also through cloth and clothing’s emotional connection with narrative and the everyday; an objective connection to material culture, its closeness to the body and the self as lived experience. Tracy Emin uses material culture precisely because of its effective visual language. The material object and its connotations become essential to her conceptual visual language. Emin states that, “if I wanted it to last, I would make it from something else” (Prichard 2015). Emin’s work narrativizes her complex personal history. Through powerful works such as Everyone I Have Ever Slept With 1963–1995 (1995) and My Bed (1998) Emin evokes emotions which she expresses through concepts of the everyday and material culture. Emin challenges the division between reality and art and her biographical works include anything and everything about herself in her artwork. These include intimate and personal explorations of sex, anger, love, drunkenness rape, abortion, and family (Monem 2008, p.118). Emin represents and reworks material elements of the bed and the tent, tapestries, embroideries and stitch in a new vocabulary that subverts and transcends the traditions of textile making as functional and decorative making. Emin’s feminist autobiographies in cloth create a visual text that augments her autobiographical writings in her book ‘Strangeland’, her works in both media intimately exploring, vividly and with uncompromising honesty, her extraordinary and controversial memoirs, confessions and lived experiences.

5 Language and Objects

Objects form emergent narratives as cloth, fabric and textiles in the manner in which they connect with the everyday, their function and the body, to become significant, universal and extensive in meaning. Louise Bourgeois employed textile materials, soft fabric forms and fibres in her potent psychological sculptures and installations that draw upon her childhood memories and her familial relationships. Her installations, emotive and disturbing, represent themes of sex, violence, fear and loathing. Installations including 1994 Red Room (Parents) and Red Room (Child) create imaginary spaces in scenes where the unreal represents an astonishing meeting with the Real (Whittaker & Padovani 2015, p.175). Celant states that “lives and adventures of artists are traced by what they leave behind them: marks and tracks scattered over the terrain of images” (Bourgeois & Celant 2010, p.13). In this way Bourgeois tells a personal and philological narrative of the fabric of her life. Her works are contemplative and self-reflective representing aspects of human pain or suffering, the human condition, psychoanalysis, feminism and the politics of identity. Throughout her work she uses in her narratives a language and metaphor taken from textiles, cloth, fibre and clothing, referencing acts of spinning, sewing, weaving and other forms of vernacular textile making (Bourgeois & Morris 2003, p.32). Sewing is a fundamental symbol in Bourgeois work. As a child her family ran a tapestry restoration business with Bourgeois growing up surrounded by cloth, sewing, mending and the repetitive iterations in the making of cloth. Sewing needles to Bourgeois represented restoration and a restorative power that was both psychological and physical in its symbolism. Clothes and clothing were an important part of Bourgeois’ life possessing both iconography and identity, passive and active, personal, social and cultural memory and significance. Bourgeois is quoted as saying “you can retell your life and remember your life by the shape, weight, color and smell of those clothes in your closet. They are like the weather, the ocean – changing all the time” (Morris, Herkenhoff & Bernadec 2007, p.82). Through her use of material objects and fabric forms, Bourgeois prefigures Tracey Emin in the symbolic representation of the table and the bed as the sites for acting out relations. To both Bourgeois and Emin the table and the bed are the symbolic forms of the erotic life; “the table where your parents made you suffer. And the bed where you lie with your husband, where your children were born and you will die” (Bourgeois & Morris 2003, p.28). Her work often exploits the everyday as autobiographical and psychological symbols of the human condition.

Japanese artist Chiharu Shiota creates expansive installations and performances using found objects, constructing spaces woven through with threads which evoke stories, dreams and memories which have become manifest in entangled spaces (Jahn & Shiota 2016, p.8). In Chiharu Shiota’s work a thread expresses feelings and human relationships. Her use of objects becomes a symbolic language with dresses, shoes, beds and other material objects standing for the body of the artist herself. The seven dresses in the installation Seven Dresses (Stadtgalerie Saarbrucken, Germany 2015) are trapped in a forest of thread knotted and tied motionless. The garments themselves are floating as if full of absent bodies or inhabited by ghosts; a construction that plays with psychological notions of Otherness, the phantasmagoric and uncanny. The bodies have completely vanished from the scene to be replaced by the garments that they might have worn. In Breathing from the Earth and During Sleep the bed is used in a visual language representing the connections of humans in everyday life. The empty beds here reminiscent of traces of former existences and a relationship between sleeping and dying in an installation that recalls the hospital ward or the soldier’s dormitory rather than the erotic and fetishistic symbolic use of the bed in the work of Tracey Emin or Louise Bourgeois. Shiota repeats iterations of the symbolic use of garments and beds in works from 1999 to 2015. In some there is one bed; in others, many beds. The garments often are exaggerated and dreamlike in their unwearable form, sometimes, like in After That (1999), covered in earth and mud as if buried alive, forgotten or pulled many miles across the land. The use of threads creates an unworldly, dreamlike quality throughout many of Shiota’s installations. The installation The Key in the Hand 2015 brings together elements such as old wooden boats, old keys and red wool in a work that represents the accumulation of “memories that are with us in our daily life” (Jahn and Shiota 2016, p.77). In this work the red thread symbolizes the colour of blood with the network of threads representing human relationships connecting one another and, in observing the work, the audience observes all relationships as a whole.

6 CONCLUSIONS

As a visual language the everyday object expresses a material culture through its emotive relations, values and qualities as well as signification as a set of signs and connoted references stimulated by the object both personally and culturally. The everyday object in a visual language of creative practice responds to Miller’s Theory of Things and the “humility of objects” in being active in their passivity and present in an absence. The tents of Emin and Shiota, the beds of Shiota, Emin and Bourgeois and their ‘re-presentation’ of clothing speak through the collective consciousness and unconscious in the psychological references of material ‘things’. In their conceptual ‘re‑membering’ as installations of aesthetic and contemplative art they form an intertextual discourse between self and other, history and memory, society and the body politic, culture and belonging, the real and the dreamed.
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